









persecuted	as	much	as	 in	Bruges	 in	 the	 late	Middle	Ages.	Research	by	historian	







with	 a	 priest.	 This	 shocking	 case	 offers	 an	 intriguing	 insight	 into	 the	 prosecution	 of	














François	 and	 Willem	 were	 accused	 of	 sodomy.	 This	 Biblical	 term	 refers	 to	 the	 Old	
Testament	story	of	Sodom	and	Gomorra.	Both	cities	were	destroyed	by	holy	fire	because	
the	men	were	having	sex	with	each	other.	In	the	late	Middle	Ages,	the	term	sodomy	was	






as	 an	 individual’s	 choice.	 And	 it	 was	 a	 choice	 that	 could	 have	 severe	 repercussions.	
Sodomites	were	considered	to	be	acting	against	the	natural	order	and	divine	hierarchy	
and	could	potentially	call	down	the	wrath	of	God	on	society.	Because	of	this,	they	had	to	
be	 punished	 severely.	 Sodomites	were	 sentenced	 to	 death	 by	 burning	 at	 the	 stake.	 In	
certain	 cases,	 the	 fact	 that	 an	 individual	 had	not	 initiated	 the	 sodomy	but	was	only	 a	















Gomorrah,	 from	 Biblia	 Figurata	 by	
Raphael	 de	 Mercatelis©	 Archives	 of	
Saint	Bavo's	Abbey,	Ghent	
The	story	of	the	two	boys	can	be	found	in	the	Bruges’	‘Bouc	vanden	Steene’,	which	includes	
the	 accounts	 of	 all	 questioning	 and	 confessions	 under	 torture	 in	 the	 prison.	 These	
statements	were,	thus,	made	in	the	torture	chamber.	From	that	account,	it	appears	that	
the	priest	with	whom	they	had	sex	had	some	rather	unorthodox	preferences	for	someone	




























seems	 that	 he	 did	 not	 solely	 prefer	 boys.	 On	 one	 occasion	 the	 priest	 failed	 to	 get	 an	













Priests	 were,	 in	 fact,	 protected	 from	 prosecution	 under	 secular	 law.	 They	 were	 only	
answerable	 to	 the	 ecclesiastical	 courts.	 However,	 the	 priest	 in	 question	 did	 not	 even	
appear	there.	It	is	unlikely	that	he	was	punished	as	severely	as	François	and	Willem.	
Although	sodomy	was	an	‘unnameable	sin’	and	one	of	the	most	serious	transgressions	a	
person	 could	 commit,	 clerics	 were	 punished	 much	 more	 lightly	 than	 laypersons.	
Generally,	they	were	fined	or	made	to	fast	on	bread	and	water	in	the	ecclesiastical	prisons	










That	 kind	 of	 reasoning	 was	 not	
common	 in	 the	 Southern	
Netherlands.	Probably	due	 to	 the	
fact	 that	 there	 was	 no	 hard	 and	
fast	 rule	 determining	 when	
adolescents	 could	 be	 considered	
as	 adults	 and,	 therefore,	 be	 held	
responsible	 for	 their	 sexual	
activities.	 In	 the	 Southern	
Netherlands,	 legal	 age	 was	
determined	 by	 social	 custom,	
which	 varied	 from	 one	 place	 to	
another.	This	ambiguous	situation	
left	 the	 door	 open	 for	 the	 local	
courts	to	make	ad	hoc	decisions	in	
cases	involving	adolescents.	While	
one	 14-year-old	 might	 be	
considered	 an	 innocent	 victim	 of	
sexual	 abuse,	 another	 might	 be	









This	ad	 hoc	approach	 was	 responsible	 for	 the	 high	 number	 of	 prosecutions	 in	 the	
Southern	 Netherlands.	While	 doing	my	 doctoral	 research,	 I	 compiled	 the	 numbers	 of	
sodomy	charges	between	1400	to	1700	in	Antwerp,	Bruges,	het	Brugse	Vrije	(the	Franc	of	
Bruges),	Brussels,	Ghent,	Ypres,	Louvain	and	Mechelen.	Extensive	archival	research	into	





cities,	 such	 as	London,	 Paris	 and	Amsterdam,	 sodomy	 cases	were	 rare	 in	 the	 15th	and	




















their	business	activities	 to	other	cities	 in	 the	Netherlands	such	as	 ‘s	Hertogenbosch	or	
Antwerp,	which	eventually	took	over	the	title	of	most	important	port	town	in	the	region	
of	Bruges.	





Still,	 we	 should	 be	 cautious	 in	 applying	 Moore’s	 scapegoat	 theory.	 He	 places	 the	
responsibility	 for	 the	 search	 for	 undesirables	 almost	 fully	 on	 the	 church	 and	 secular	
authorities.	Other	historians	emphasise	that,	in	the	past,	sodomy	was	used	as	a	handy	tool	
in	of	the	modern	state-building	process.	The	prosecution	of	a	minority	group	was,	as	a	
result,	 viewed	 as	 a	way	 of	 showing	 the	 local	population	who	was	 the	 boss	 in	Bruges.	
Although	this	element	certainly	may	have	played	a	role,	we	can	hardly	expect	 that	 the	
Burgundian	duke	 Phillip	 the	Good	or	 the	 Spanish	 king,	 Phillip	 II,	 could	monitor	 every	








to	the	municipality,	were	consensual.	Naturally,	 this	was	not	 the	case	 for	acts	of	 failed	
seduction,	 in	which	sexual	advances	made	at	 the	 local	hostelry	or	bathhouse	were	not	



























the	 Reformation,	 the	 effective	 spread	 of	 Protestantism	 and	 the	 criticism	 of	 the	 many	
abuses	 perpetrated	 by	 priests	 in	 the	 Southern	Netherlands	may	 have	 had	 fuelled	 this	







of	 ‘deviant’	sexual	behaviour.	 In	 this	manner,	 this	case	may	even	serve	as	a	mirror	 for	
contemporary	society.	
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